He Buys a Birthday Gift for a Young Lady
realizing that their irony hid a troubled heart, that Napo-
leon was questioning himself and was puzzled to find the
answer,
The following week, at the Permons, Napoleon con-
tinued this rather dangerous habit of sounding people out.
The Permons had been old neighbors of the Bonapartes,
back in Ajaccio, but had removed to Paris, some years
before, becoming, like provincials, more "citified" than the
bona-fide Parisians. They patronized him, accordingly,
quite as much as had Bourrienne, treating him as residents
of the capital might a country cousin. However, he had
passed the instabilities of adolescence, and the old fear
of appearing maladroit that he had experienced at Ma-
dame Maret's no longer oppressed him. He knew that he
was poorly dressed, lacked polish; but his harsh direct
manner as much as said, "Take me or leave me, as I am."
And he had a stern sort of military poise which, if not
fitted for the crystal pendants, dead-gold mirrors, and
satinwood chairs of their drawing-room, might have im-
pressed those more discerning than the climbing Permons.
Scarcely of the nobility, Madame Permon had resur-
rected some old story about being descended from a Greek
princess, to establish herself on a proper footing; the
more easily achieved in a city where family soon was to
count for so little. With his shrewd common sense, Napo-
leon was skeptical about the claim and inclined to ridicule
this and other pretensions. Still, the Permons had been
kind to his father when he lay dying of cancer at Mont-
pellier, far from his family and home. And no true Corsi-
can forgets a kindness.
After he had been ushered into the drawing-room with
Bourrienne, they divided into groups for conversations
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